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Abstract - In times when public expenditures are being decreased in nearly all European countries it is hard to argue that there is a need for additional statistics about a small and so-called niche market. However, additional statistical information can also help to save public expenditures. Through an improvement of statistical market data policy makers and market actors receive a better grounded basis for their decisions affecting organic markets so that misinvestments of public and private money can be avoided. Results of such misinvestments are e.g. reconversions of organic farms to conventional agriculture in many European countries. Nearly all of these farms have received governmental support for a conversion to organic agriculture beforehand. A long-term strategy to improve coordination and enhance current data availability and quality is envisaged. 

Introduction

Markets for organic products are developing fast in many countries of the world. However, in the last few years market growth was significantly smaller in Western Europe than in the second half of the 1990ies. Has the Western European organic market already reached the so-called maturity phase and is now facing a saturation phase and afterwards a phase of decline? Are there any other factors responsible for the slower growth rates of the organic market as e.g. a disproportionate growth of imports of organic products from other parts of the world? Answers to these basic questions should be found soon, as public subsidies of regional and national governments and the EU support the conversion of farms to organic agriculture with significant amounts of money every year. These subsidies may lead to surpluses of organic products in Europe and a strong decline of their prices if demand grows much slower than supply. 
Difficulties in analysing organic markets

An analysis of developments of the organic markets faces the problem that there are no official statistics on the supply or the demand side. The only official data which are provided by EU member states are data on the number of organic farms and their acreage. Valid data on the usage of the acreage for different crops or the number of animals on organic farms exist in only half of the European countries (Wolfert et al., 2004). Official data which are necessary to evaluate important market developments as the amount of domestic production, of consumption or of imports and exports are not available in any European country. The only market data collections on a European level were done in a few EU-funded research projects as “Organic Farming and the CAP reform (OFCAP)” (Michelsen et al., 1999), “Organic Marketing Initiatives and Rural Development (OMIaRD)” (Hamm et al., 2002; Hamm and Gronefeld, 2004) and “Further Development of Organic Farming Policy in Europe, with Particular Emphasis on EU Enlargement (EU-CEE-OFP)” (not yet published). These analyses are based on broad surveys with market actors, certification bodies, governmental or semi-governmental institutions and mainly rely on estimations of national experts in the investigated countries. Besides, the data refer to one or two years only. However, the data collection approach used was coordinated between the three EU-funded projects so that the results can be roughly compared. Thus, the studies can give us a rough idea of what has happened in the European organic market in the last few years.
Reasons for the need for statistical data on organic markets

From the statistics on the number of organic farms and their acreage in different EU countries we can see that a lot of farms have been reconverted to conventional agriculture in the last few years. In Austria the number of organic farms and hectares declined by 67,000 ha (19 %) between 1997 and 2000, in Italy by 280,000 ha (23 %) between 2001 and 2004 and in Denmark by 18,000 ha (10 %) between 2002 and 2004. There are some more EU countries (e.g. Belgium and the UK) in which the organic area has decreased in the recent past. The total area of organic farms which has been reconverted to conventional agriculture, however, is higher than indicated by these statistics, because other farms have been converted to organic agriculture during the same time. Thus, the total organic area having been reconverted to conventional agriculture in the EU-15 between 1997 and 2004 was 420,000 hectares per minimum, but could probably have reached more than 500,000 hectares. On average, governments have paid around 1,000 € for the first 5 years for the conversion of one hectare, so that the public investment was between 400 and 500 Mill. €.

The reasons for the reconversion of farms have not been well investigated and there are only a few studies about them (for Austria e.g.: Darnhofer et al., 2005). One of the main reasons in most countries is marketing problems for organic products. Such marketing problems were also indicated by the EU-funded research projects (Michelsen et al., 1999; Hamm et al., 2002). According to their results it is no wonder that in Central and Northern Europe mainly grassland areas were reconverted, as there were severe marketing problems for organic milk, beef and lamb, and that in Southern Europe mainly areas with olive trees and vineyards were reconverted, as there have been huge marketing problems for organic olive oil and wine. If policy makers had had hard market data on these facts in time, the incentives to convert new grassland or perennial culture areas could have been reduced to avoid a further increase of marketing problems. At the same time, there have been other organic products for which demand was much higher than supply, as e.g. for vegetables and poultry (Hamm and Gronefeld, 2004).

An insufficient market transparency was also a main reason for a false estimation of the Dutch government which encouraged conventional pig farmers to convert their holdings to organic after a shortage of organic pig meat due to the BSE-crisis in 2001. As pig holdings had been converted to organic in many other countries, too, in 2003 and 2004 a much higher supply did not find sufficient customers. So, the Dutch government decided not to leave organic farmers alone with their problems and to support the reconversion of organic pig holdings.

Summing up, it is absolutely necessary to have sufficient and valid and up-to-date market information to govern markets (Recke et al., 2004). As long as governments want to subsidise organic production – and in some countries consumption – policy makers must know whether supply or demand is the crucial factor to enlarge the organic market. If a stimulation of supply results in an oversupply of organic products so that additional price premiums over conventional products cannot be expected by organic farmers, they will reconvert their farms to conventional agriculture again.
Building a long-term European organic data network
In order to improve coordination and enhance current data availability and quality there is an urgent need to devise an institutional framework allowing:

1. the consolidation of the network of relationships established during the EISFOM project among various stakeholders at both national and international level;

2. the enlargement of this network in order to increase the quantity and quality of available statistics at national level as well as the national coverage;
3. increase the links between the EU Member States officials responsible for agricultural statistics (including organic) and those responsible for food safety statistics.

4. to formally integrate the research institutes, universities, market research companies, independent experts/consultants, certification bodies and other stakeholders that currently either own, collect or process organic data.

In order to do so, we propose to establish, at the EU level, a temporary European Organic Market Statistics Expert Group consisting of Commission, Member State and external experts, including researchers and stakeholders, to advise DG Agri and Eurostat in planning and devising the best organisational solution to implement the institutional network in the long term (Rippin et al., 2006).
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